Introduction
Almost everyone is familiar with the name of John Ronald Reuel Tolkien (1892 Tolkien ( -1973 , the African-born Oxford professor, philologist and linguist, speaker of more than a dozen modern and classical languages, 
Muriel Barbery's Novel Concept
Considered by many readers too loose in terms of the coherence and organisation of the plot, and written with a daunting complexity of phrase, the book can present fantasy fans with a challenging task. The author herself has said in a number of interviews that, while she did not intend to write a fantasy novel or a fairy tale, the book borrows elements from both genres.
Its subject was, it seems, inspired by the beauty of Japanese gardens -so indescribably beautiful that they appear to have been made by elves.
Another factor that triggered the writing of this book was the French writer's love of art. These seem to be the coordinates around which the world of Barbery's elven and human characters revolves: art, nature, the power of imagination, a kind of pantheism, and a spirituality older than Christianity, with its own traditions.
In fact, the two books this paper will address, The Lord of the Rings Interestingly, the readers are not informed that many of the seemingly human characters in the book are actually elves until towards the end, although they may suspect that there is more to these characters than meets the eye. In fact, in some ways the title acts as a spoiler, prompting us to look for elves in the pages of the book and wondering where they could be hiding. What we as readers do see as the story begins are the two orphan girls being raised in two mountain villages, in close contact with traditions, nature and stories, and completely unaware of their ancestry and of each other's existence. As Clara moves to Rome, we find the world of art, music and painting. Nature and art seem to be the elements through which the world of elves connects to ours, but only the two girls possess the key to the door between the two realms. Ultimately, the two girls contribute decisively to the victory in the battle against the evil forces, but we are led to understand that this was only the first battle. As the war unfolds, the heroines will finally meet; this will most probably take place in the second volume that Muriel Barbery has announced in her interviews. It is in this next volume that the readers will find out even more about the world of elves and their way of life. If we accept that hers is a work in progress, as a second volume is to follow, we must keep our curiosity to ourselves for now. There is not much to be found out about her elves' history, except for the fact that they seem to have shared part of it with humans, that they are kindred species; even this brief piece of information is presented in the last pages of the novel. What the French novelist does repeat through and through is the idea of harmony and unity. Separation, scission, is regarded as a disease. The world is a better one when all races, men and beasts, trees and stones, the animate and the inanimate function together in complete harmony as a whole, as they once 275 used to. And this unity may be achieved again through the powers of the two girls who represent the plenitude of art and nature. (Barbery 2016: 10-11) This shape shifting is possible only when elves are within the borders of their world or among their own kind, and they display only their human facet when they are among people. In the latter case they look like ordinary people, although elves from the higher classes of society display a fairness and nobility that is attractive and forbidding at the same time Tolkien claims that in order to create a Secondary World, one that would be believable and valid by its own rules, a certain "elvish craft" would be required. He calls this special skill Enchantment and states that man-made
Fantasy must aspire to it, although it is a very difficult endeavour. The elves are sub-creators; they are the real artists in Middle-earth, working with the tools nature provides to preserve and enhance the beauty of the realm.
However, the weakness that even Tolkien sees in his elves is their exaggerated attachment to the past. In a letter to his publisher the author calls the elves "embalmers", emphasising their preoccupation with the past and resistance to change (Carpenter; Tolkien 1981:212). They wish to remain in Middle-earth, which they regard as home, but, at the same time, they want to stop its progress and preserve an ideal past.
Barbery's elves are also art lovers; they practice calligraphy, painting, gardening, pottery, walking in nature; they celebrate the twilight and the mists. They sing and write poems about what already exists but, interestingly, they lack one important ability humans still possess: that of changing the world through imagination, creativity. In their world, as Petrus informs Clara, nobody tells fictional stories, which is unfortunate as these constitute the wisdom and understanding of the world. In Barbery's fictional world, stories are given a huge importance. The elves are attracted towards the humans precisely because the latter can tell a story. Stories are the key towards bridging the gap between elves and humans and winning the war.
With both authors, there seems to be a deep concern for nature and (Tolkien 2007: 350-351) Through The mists that permanently cover this realm are special in that they are both opaque and transparent at the same time. More than that, the mists seem to be alive, to provide protection and fulfil other needs of the community. They are probably the element that enables the elves inside the 281 Pavilion to see everything that goes on in the world of elves and people.
What worries the elves is the gradual disappearance of the mists, which they associate with losing some of their ability to shape shift. Aelius and his followers believe that this is all due to the damage people have done to nature and are prepared to destroy mankind in the hope of preserving their own world intact and gaining absolute power. The elves grouped around the Head of the Council, however, are starting to believe that the primordial unity may be restored in a different manner from the way it once was, that new bridges between the two worlds could be created through the powers of art and nature, of fiction and imagination.
War is a theme common to both writers and, again, used to very Ultimately, the reason for writing these books is common to both authors:
the world is becoming increasingly modern and disenchanted. Stories like these can help to bring a sense of wonder and enchantment into our lives.
